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Introductory statement

Play is central to young children’s engagement with music, and music can form an important strand in many other forms of play. This chapter investigates children’s musical play and play through music, viewed through the lens of the Sounds of Intent in the Early Years framework of musical development, drawing on case studies to illustrate the points that are made.
 
Introduction 

Alice, aged four, is at home in the garden with her father’s guitar resting on her legs. She strums the open strings, singing her own version of Sleeping Bunnies to her little brother, Sam, who is lying down. Alice exclaims ‘Wake up bunnies!’ and sings ‘Hop little bunnies, hop, hop, hop’. Sam, aged two-and-a-half, stands up as Alice declares ‘My turn!’ and the children exchange roles. Music is an intrinsic part of Alice’s life and this is vividly apparent in her world of play. As in the Sleeping Bunnies scenario, she often incorporates familiar songs as she engages in pretend play with others, as well as when she is on her own. In addition to her singing, since she was a few months old, Alice has enjoyed experimenting with the variety of instruments that are available in her toy box at home, relishing their sensory qualities, and testing out what they can do through exploratory play. She also responds actively to the music that she is exposed to in different environments. For example, she likes to watch her favourite internet videos of children’s songs at home, following the actions and singing along – a twenty-first century form of social play, giving her skills and knowledge that she will be able to take with her into the nursery and helping her to interact with other children. While out and about she dances joyfully to recorded music heard in a shop with her mother, pretending to be pop star. Each of these snapshots contributes to a picture of Alice’s engagement with the different manifestations of music in her life, and how play is a vital part of every one.

Various perspectives have been taken as researchers have sought to understand and analyse children’s musical play. It is likely to be self-initiated (Countryman, 2014), spontaneous and may well involve social interaction (Marsh and Young, 2016). That is, it may well comprise

activities that children initiate of their own accord in which they may choose to participate with others voluntarily. Like other modes of play, these activities are enjoyable, intrinsically motivated, and controlled by the players. They are free of externally imposed rules, but may involve rules developed by the children who are playing. They are ‘everyday’ forms of musical activity (Marsh and Young, op. cit.: 462).

Similarly, Lagerlöf (2015: 304) explores musical play through a socio-cultural lens, following the view that ‘music is not seen as an individual capacity but as something relational, a set of practices constituted between people with different forms of cultural tools’ and refers to Vygotsky’s understanding of play as a process in which we use something already familiar in a new way.

Others have focused on factors that may encourage or inhibit children’s musical play within the context of parent and child music sessions. Strategies such as allowing children the time and space to be themselves, and offering them the resources to encourage exploration are likely to promote self-directed play. Contrast this with music sessions that solely impose ‘traditional’ musical materials on children and that involve correcting ‘mistakes’, which may ultimately suppress a child’s musical imagination (Berger and Cooper 2007: 9). Clearly, a balance is important: the greater children’s cultural knowledge, the more internalised information they will have from which they can develop their own ideas. But children develop an understanding of music by experimenting with it, by playing with it – by taking fragmentary musical ideas and joining them together in original ways, creating what Helmut Moog (1968) termed ‘potpourri’ songs. These are not imperfect renditions of the models that adults provide. They are not ‘mistakes’. They are children’s way of working out how music works.

Koops (2012) also found that adult involvement such as ‘requesting’ may inhibit a child’s spontaneous playing through music, while the availability of objects such as instruments and toys, the inclusion of pretend play, and an environment set up for free play, each had a positive impact. Furthermore, a difference was seen for some children in that creative musical free play was observed at home, but not at nursery. To be creative, children need feel relaxed and confident, and to know that their efforts will be appreciated, however far they may seem to be from the musical exemplars that adults provide. Indeed, singing has been identified as an important element in family play (Mang 2005, Barrett 2011, Trehub and Gudmondsdottir 2015)

Susan Young is among those who have studied children’s exploration and manipulation of instruments during free play. For example, she found that collaborative instrumental play between peers primarily occurred through non-verbal social interaction and involved processes such as the imitation and expansion of musical ideas. She observed that the ‘processes of musical collaboration; the ability to entrain, to match rhythm and dynamic intensity, to follow and anticipate’ are often overlooked in more formal educational contexts, and suggests that these characteristics of social and interactive engagement should be given more prominence (Young, 2008: 9).

Taking all these studies into account, here we will take a fresh approach to exploring children’s musical play using the Sounds of Intent in the Early Years framework of musical development.

Sounds of Intent in the Early Years 

The aim of the Sounds of Intent in the Early Years (SoI-EY) project is to better understand young children’s musical engagement and development in all its forms and contexts (Voyajolu and Ockelford 2016). The primary source of data for SoI-EY has been hundreds of observations of children in the early years engaging in musical activity, while its theoretical underpinning derives from ‘zygonic theory’ (Ockelford 2013, Ockelford and Voyajolu 2016), which seeks to explain how music makes sense to us all, quite intuitively (Ockelford, 2017). SoI-EY is related to an earlier project simply called Sounds of Intent (SoI) (Ockelford, 2008; Vogiatzoglou, Ockelford, Welch and Himonides, 2011), which focuses on the musical engagement of children and young people with special educational needs and disabilities.

The SoI framework illustrates how children develop musically by setting out six levels of musical development. Four of these (2, 3, 4 and 5) usually occur within the early years. We call them:

Level 2 – ‘Sounds interesting’
Level 3 – ‘Copy me, copy you’
Level 4 – ‘Bits of pieces’
Level 5 – ‘Whole songs, in time and in tune’

Level 2 Sounds interesting 
Within this level of musical development, babies and young children react to an increasing variety of sounds, learn to make sounds themselves and interact with others using sound. In the three months before birth babies can already hear internal and external sounds within the womb and respond in utero to sounds such as their mother’s voice, speech and music (DeCasper et al. 1994, Lecanuet 1996, Kisilevsky and Hains 2011). Babies playfully explore the vocal sounds they can make from birth – expressing their needs, cooing and babbling on their own and with others. They scrutinise objects using all their senses – including hearing – as well as responding to the sounds which surround them (Papoušek 1996, Trevarthen 2007, Mampe et al. 2009, Wermke and Mende 2009). This playful exploration – our human curiosity – continues through infancy and even into adulthood (Ockelford 2013).  

Level 3 Copy me, copy you 
Building on Sounds interesting, children’s musical play gradually enters a new phase, as infants start to enjoy copying others and being copied. They begin to listen to and create patterns in sound, anticipating what may happen next. We hear this in babies’ distinct, repeated vocal patterns when babbling (Papoušek and Papoušek 1989, Papoušek 1996). Infants are also capable of imitating pitches (Kessen et al. 1979), pitch contours (Kuhl and Meltzoff 1982) and vowel-like harmonic resonances (Legerstee 1990). Children re-create patterns of sounds they hear in the environment and make their own patterns of sound with everyday objects or instruments as well as with their voices. Countryman, Gabriel and Thompson (2015), in their work on spontaneous vocal play, provide examples of children ages seven, eight and twelve engaging in ‘musical repetition’, which corresponds to the notion of pattern suggested here. This illustrates how the SoI-EY levels overlap and continue through a child’s maturation; one does not replace another, it builds on it. 

Level 4 Bits of pieces
Here, children learn that music is made up of distinctive groups of notes, that psychologists call ‘chunks’. Children sing short themes from nursery rhymes or familiar jingles that they have heard; or they may combine them to make up their own songs; they create their own short melodies too – the ‘potpourri’ songs mentioned above. This playful creativity in singing has long been documented in the literature, from Moog (1968), to Hargreaves (1986) and, more recently, Welch (2006). Children are quite likely to create these songs while they appear to be concentrating on something else; playing with toys or looking at pictures or play make-believe games. Mang (2005: 10) observes that even children’s ‘learned songs … were seldom rendered in their complete form’, but were modified playfully and spontaneously according to a children’s feelings and ideas of the moment.

Level 5 Whole songs, in time and in tune 
Through exposure to thousands of hours of music, children in the early years learn that the music of their culture tends to use the same underlying patterns of notes over and over again. As children are better able to control their voices and develop a feel for the regular ‘beat’ in music, they begin to sing and play in time and in tune on their own and with others. It has been suggested that children’s ability to sing in tune occurs at approximately the age of five (Hargreaves 1986). However, other studies suggest that this ability may present itself sooner depending on the richness of the musical environment to which a child is exposed (Tafuri 2008) and where the singing takes place. For example, Trehub and Gudmondsdottir (2015) note that children’s ability to sing in tune may be more apparent in the natural environment of the home, where the mother acts as musical mentor for her child – scaffolding the infant’s efforts in an intimate setting.


Beyond these levels (2, 3, 4 and 5), Sounds of Intent Level 1 can be observed in the context of children and young people with profound learning difficulties, some of whom appear to make no response to sound, while Level 6 represents musical ‘maturity’, a phase which usually occurs during adolescence. Here, young people become fully aware of the social impact of music and its place within wider culture.

As well as the four levels of musical development, the SoI-EY framework sets out three ways in which children engage with music. These are reactive (listening and responding to sound and music), proactive (making sound and music on their own) and interactive (musical engagement that occurs with others). The SoI-EY framework can be illustrated as a set of concentric circles divided into three segments, one for each domain (reactive, proactive and interactive). Level 1 of the framework is innermost and Level 6 is on the outside (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: The Sounds of Intent Early Years framework of musical development

The levels within the framework are specifically not age-related. The SoI-EY model is intended to encourage those working with and caring for young children to open their ears and listen to how children engage with music, free from any preconceptions as to what abilities are likely to emerge when. As an example: our own research suggests that some children can engage with music at Level 5 as early as 18 months; however, for others this may not occur until the age of 6 or 7. The main factor in this variability appears to be the richness of the musical experiences that children are offered – something that other researchers have observed, notably Tafuri (2008). Additionally, as Trehub and Gudmondsdottir (2015) show, the way that children engage with music is highly dependent on context.

Observing musical play through the lens of Sounds of Intent in the Early Years

The SoI-EY framework can be used to gauge a child’s level of musical development within any context and activity, whether at home, in care or education, within structured and unstructured situations, including free play; each observation adding to an understanding of a child’s way of engaging with music. The following are examples of observations taken within the first phase of the Sounds of Intent in the Early Years project (Voyajolu and Ockelford 2016). These examples focus on musical play both in the context of child-initiated spontaneous activity as well as scenarios in which an adult scaffolds musical play to guide children in their learning and musical engagement. 

Building blocks in sound

A three-year-old girl, Emma, is playing outside in the garden of the nursery on her own building a tower out of wooden blocks. As she builds, she sings fragments of two songs – ‘Roly, poly, roly, poly, up, up, up’ and ‘The wheels on the bus’, connecting them together – a ‘Level 4’ activity in terms of the SoI-EY framework. This is the Sounds of Intent level where, perhaps, musical play is most readily apparent. Emma is playing with the musical materials just as she is playing with the blocks – assembling them in different ways for her own interest and amusement. 

What lessons can we draw from Emma’s example? First, that play involving manipulating and reconfiguring materials is not limited to physical objects – sounds will do just as well. Indeed, playing with musical materials is important since it engages children in planning over time, in sequencing that uses memory and anticipation. Second, that this type of ephemeral play is all too easy to overlook. Early Years Practitioners can immediately see the pile of blocks that Emma has created, but unless they were observing carefully over a period of time, would they have noticed her musical creation, which was produced in parallel with the block tower? And third, would they have regarded Emma’s song as an immature version of nursery rhymes that she had been taught, or would they celebrate for what it is: a piece of new musical invention – perfect in its own right and on its own terms?

Constructing sounds from Lego

An 18-month-old boy, Luca, and two friends, supported by an Early Years Practitioner, are playing with some pieces of Lego, turning them over and over and seeing how they can fit together. Then, by accident, Luca knocks one piece against another, and suddenly a whole new world of possibilities opens up! With a few seconds the friends have made a Lego percussion band. What does the early years practitioner do? It would be all too easy to ‘correct’ the boys, indicating that Lego is not intended to be used as a sound-maker. But no, taking a base piece in one hand and a brick in another, she shows them how to make a range of scraping sounds. The boys try to copy her, some with more success than others! The game goes on for 10 minutes, as different sounds are made and combined and copied. In terms of levels of musical development, the boys’ exploration of the sounding qualities of everyday objects in a new way shows engagement at SoI-EY Level 2, while copying and taking turns indicates interaction at Level 3. 

What does this scenario tell us about musical play? First, that what constitutes ‘music’ to children’s ears may be rather broader than adults’ usual definition. But for young children, the objects in their world make up a potential orchestra – and the sound of scraping Lego may be no less attractive than that of a commercially produced ‘guiro’, for example. Second, that by entering a child’s arena of musical play, it can be celebrated and extended (rather than curtailed). And third, many different abilities and types of understanding, from fine motor skills to social interaction, can be rehearsed effortlessly through musical play.

Cardboard tubes, loudhailers and sirens

A small group of boys and girls aged around three-and-a-half are playing with short lengths of cardboard tube that are wide enough for them to use as pretend loudhailers. One of the children starts to make siren sounds, nee-naw, nee-naw, and soon the room is full of the sound of fire engines and police cars as everyone joins in (SoI-EY, Level 4). Then the sirens become a chant, and a new song emerges as the children march round in time with their musical creation (SoI-EY, Level 5).

This snapshot shows how readily musical sounds can be the catalyst for pretend play, and can feed the imagination just as effectively as visual images. It also shows that, for young children, musical sounds in the environment (the sirens) are grist to their creative mill, and that they can shift effortlessly from the symbolic meaning of sound (a fire engine is coming) to the same motif used purely to make abstract patterns of melody that constitute a song. It is important for adults to recognise the fluidity of children’s thinking, and to resist pigeonholing what they do into boxes that are convenient for assessment. Sometimes, it can be the very flexibility of thought that occurs in musical play that can be the most important thing. 

Playing without words

A three-year-old girl, India, is playing with a boy of similar age, Jamie. The two children are sitting next to each other in the garden and they each have a drum. India taps her drum with a beater then reaches over and shows Jamie how to do the same with his drum. Why does she do that? Because she knows that language doesn’t work for Jamie. He is on the autism spectrum and is developmentally delayed. India begins to play again, and the Jamie watches carefully and copies. After a time it seems that he is taking the lead. He stops and then she stops. He starts again, and she follows him (SoI-EY, Levels 3 and 4). The game continues for three or four minutes. Then the boy stands up abruptly, and marches off banging his drum. India follows him. 

Here, a rich social interaction has occurred without a word having been spoken. Music is the medium of the children’s communication, and through it they can show understanding and even empathy; they can exert an influence on one another and cede or take control. Music enables children to play together who may otherwise be isolated. It is the perfect medium of social inclusion, an activity that all Early Years Practitioners should feel comfortable to encourage and utilise in supporting groups of children with diverse abilities and needs. For children who come to early years provision in the UK without knowing English, music can be the perfect playful activity in which they can participate on equal terms immediately. 

Linking a developmental model of play with the Sounds of Intent in the Early Years framework

Taking these case studies into account, it is possible to map the SoI-EY music-developmental framework onto stages in the evolution of different styles and kinds of play in the early years (see Figure 2). Level 2, ‘Sounds interesting’ corresponds to exploratory, sensorimotor play, when it is the qualities of objects that are important. Level 3, ‘Copy me, copy you’ equates to early social and early symbolic play, when imitation is paramount. Level 4, ‘Bits of pieces’ matches ‘construction’ play and ‘pretend’, when children enjoy making things, and imagining that they and their creations can be something else. Finally, Level 5, ‘Whole songs, in time and in tune’ reads across to ‘conventional play – ‘games with rules’ – when learnt customs and ways of doing things prevail.
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Figure 2: Mapping the development of play onto the Sounds of Intent Early Years framework

It is important to appreciate that the stages of play that are identified are found both within musical play, and may also occur as elements in other types of play. For example, in the scenario above, the children’s siren sounds, which started out as musical imitation, soon became a part of a wider game in which the children pretended to be fire engines. And children with delayed language or with problems in understanding social situations may well be able to engage in more advanced musical play than in other forms of play that require language or the ability to read social situations in the complex flow of a nursery.



Conclusion: recommendations for promoting playful music making and playing through music

In conclusion, we would like to make series of simple recommendations that will promote both musical play and play through music.

1. Ensure children have access to a range of musical instruments and other everyday sound-makers to encourage exploration and free play. Practitioners can discretely model this for children who find taking the initiative challenging.
2. Celebrate whatever the children offer in their music-making: the way that children come to understand music is through playful experimentation and manipulation of the musical ideas that they hear in the environment; don’t treat their efforts as imperfect attempts to reproduce what adults do.
3. Be broad-minded in what constitutes ‘music’: for young children, the world is a band waiting to be played. Give them the time and space – inside and outside – to relish the sound making properties of everyday objects, and to utilise the musical sounds that abound in the environment.
4. Recognise musical play whenever and wherever it occurs. It may be less obvious, less tangible, than paintings or creations made out of cardboard, but it is no less important for the children concerned and no less creative. Capture the children’s efforts on video for them to enjoy in the days, months and years to come. They will be very proud of their efforts!
5. Use musical play as the glue of social inclusion, particularly for children who find language problematic (through being on the autism spectrum, for example) or who are in the early stages of learning English. Music can scaffold language development by offering predictable patterns of rhythmic speech. For some children, music can even serve as a proxy for language, fulfilling the role that words would otherwise do.
6. Above all, enter as a willing participant in children’s musical play. We are all musical, and none of us loses the early instinct to play in the domain of sound. To play with the qualities of sounds and the patterns they can make is a key part of our human heritage. Have fun!
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